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Tricksters and others 


„The world is a masquerade. Looks, dress and voice, 
everything is pretension. Everyone wants to be 
what he is not. Everyone is deceiving and no one 
ever knows himself.” 

Francisco Goya 

This quotation, excavated from the abyss of time, is 
just to begin with. In a famous textbook on rhetoric 
originated in the 1st century AD entided 
ennium we come across a passage dedicated to op¬ 
eration of our memory: „When we see in everyday 
life things that are petty, ordinary, and banal, we 
generally fail to remember them, because the min d 
is not being stirred by anything novel or marvel¬ 
lous. But if we see or hear something exceptionally 
base, dishonourable, extraordinary, great, unbehev- 
able, or laughable, that we are likely to remember 
a long time. [.,.] Nor could this be so for any other 
reason than that ordinary things easily slip from the 
memory while the striking and novel stay longer 
in mind. [...] We ought, then, to set up images of 
a kind that can adhere longest in the memory. And 
we shall do so if we establish likenesses as striking 
as possible; if we set up images that are not many 
or vague, but doing something {imagines agentes)-, 
if we assign to them exceptional beauty or singular 
ugliness; if we dress some of them with crowns or 


purple cloaks, for example, so that the likeness may 
be more distinct to us; or if we somehow disfigure 
them, as by introducing one stained with blood 
or soiled with mud or smeared with red paint, so 
that its form is more striking, or by assigning cer¬ 
tain comic effects to our images, for that, too will 
ensure our remembering them more readily. The 
things we easily remember when they are real we 
likewise remember without difficulty when they are 
figments [...]”k 

Remembering also the fact that Mnemosyne 
- the Muse of memory - is mother of all Muses", 
we may peacefully undergo a transition to another 
realm of civilisation existence, namely to the area 
which since its very beginning has operated in 
a mythological or historical dimension as a vision of 
somehow Utopian „reverse world”, where elements 
of fiction made real, extreme reevaluation of recog¬ 
nised values, and, unfortunately, and final turning 
back towards them in often very drastic existen¬ 
tial paroxysms, make a relatively coherent system 
of actions with the aim of not so much a radical 
change but abreaction of social and pohtical shell 
of external imposed norms and rules. I am writing 
about this because I gather we tend to forget that 


* Quotation follows Cicero (1954: 219-221). 
- Compare: Praz (1970). 
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in thousands of years of our cultural circle not so 
much “all has already been” but rather almost all 
bear more or less clear resemblance, and we ought 
to follow these analogies and reveal them so that 
we will not reinvent the wheel and be satisfied with 
new names labelled to traditional indeed artistic - 
but not only artistic - events. And here figure of 
a jester should be connoted. The figure has fimc- 
tioned in fiterature for almost 2.5 thousand years 
(the oldest preserved evidence referring to profes¬ 
sion of a jester dates back at the turn of 4* century 
BC and was included in writings by Athenaeus of 
Naucratis) - as in so-called reality it has been pre¬ 
sent since always. A jester for ages “has assimilated 
mans dreams of lost freedom, irresistible desire of 
flight from this world and the parallel yearning for 
eternal stay in it. The figure focuses human anxie¬ 
ties and dreams, but also fears, aggression and any 
possible deviations”^. 

I will not write about mythological roots of 
clown-like, comic, but also somehow tragic and 
menacing demiurge whose acts were about to bal¬ 
ance the acts of gods situated on the fight side of 
force, as art, and even less history of art, does not 
reach so far in the past. Still we have to keep it in 
memory - memory again - as we shall not com¬ 
prehend how to find ourselves on the other side of 
dialectic bdance, how to cope with contemporary 
actions, which possibly want to enter some kind of 
mythology (to create it?), but whose chances in this 
matter are, let’s call it, minimal as, unfortunately, 
they are of a half-way and ofren senseless character. 
However, the eternal imagines agentes are still ac¬ 
tive - to dress as a dog or Superman (to pretend 
a dog or Superman) is good enough - it would be 
something to become a dog or Superman so that 
someone could keep it in memory, to expose a half- 
obscene work in a renowned gallery so as to some¬ 
one would follow it and claim it a form of opposi¬ 
tion and revelation going beyond so-called social 
norms and at the same time it would occur to be an 
outstanding work of art. I would like to be well un¬ 
derstood at this moment, as a man of words rather 
than images, I tolerate this kind of actions, I have 
no special resistance of moral nature against them 
as I am, delicately speaking, indifferent in this mat¬ 
ter. What rather tires me more than outrages in this 
type of “trickstering” is, sadly, its secondary nature 
and meagreness of thought effecting from hitting 

^ Slowiriski (1993: 5). 


(presenting, besmearing) the undoubtedly tender 
social spheres, still the same ones, in my opinion. 
Here a question emerges - how long is it possible 
to perform - reveal - struggle with existing hierar¬ 
chies, to be a mocker in a situation when ofren al¬ 
most no one cares about it, except for the so-called 
art world and noisy but, in my opinion, of litde im¬ 
portance religious-political groups. A jester cannot 
be alone and tries to find a court and a king in front 
of whom he will be able to perform his tricks and 
welfiaimed ripostes in speech. There is some lack 
of kings but there are plenty of courts stiU operat¬ 
ing. A co-creator of a contemporary “reverse world” 
should be enlightened and I gather that he forgets, 
being often tied up with numerous market strate¬ 
gies and conceptual loops, that his road should lead 
him to Morosoph - a wise jester, or actually a priest 
of a new religion - religion of authenticity and not 
of constant pretensions imposed on us by kingdoms 
and their rulers. As a jester present in art - I am 
not certain if it refers to a trickster also - brings 
to it “important relations with a carnival [...], his 
< <way of being> > has a metaphorical not ordi¬ 
nary meaning, it is at the same time a reflection of 
some other way of being” and following Miroslaw 
Siowihski’s words: “Both in real fife and in fiction 
he has a special right to be a stranger. Sometimes 
a question should be posed if this special right is 
a privilege or a judgement” h 

Therefore, we move along the thin red fine of 
so-called “important truth”, which is not so much 
to reflect but rather to contradict events or trivial 
and useless issues of everyday fife. Artists in old 
times during a creation process ofren used to iden¬ 
tify with the subject of creation, when painting trees 
they wanted to be a tree and feel all forces active 
in this tree. Here comes a question if we negate the 
possibility of identifying and we only pretend a tree 
in a naturally inefficient way our art possesses any 
extra-momentary, extra-environmental value. You 
cannot laugh all the time, mockery lasts a moment, 
jokes in altered circumstances are not funny any 
longer, dressing up makes sense during carnivals, 
later on it is only an empty, or even to call it patho¬ 
logical, gesture, unless we claim that our carnival has 
no end at all, and culture of constant laughter and 
fun is a formula that is stiU applicable at present. 

In many mythologies juggler - and scamp-fike 
demiurges, though essential for maintaining cos- 


Slo\vinski (1993:' 10). 
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mic balance, most often finally lose, as in a reverse 
situation a chaos would rule, still the laughter they 
evoke is crucial for purification, joy, eventually or¬ 
der and world balance. Followers of these totemic 
jesters had different names: Aesop, Marcolf, Till 
Eulenspiegel and they appeared at the very mo¬ 
ment when a man noticed that “this one next to me 
thinks differendy, not only from me but differendy 
from the whole brotherhood, from the whole tribe 
- and then this brainy observer became astonished, 
he might laugh, then he started to persuade, got 
angry and eventually either he expelled the mad¬ 
cap, or killed him, or he laughed again and used to 
laugh every time he saw him. This <<stranger>>, 
furthermore weaker and shorter, realised in a mo¬ 
ment of illumination that this laughter is his last 
chance”T Relatively rarely we hear nowadays of kill¬ 
ing tricksters, although the profession is certainly 
exposed to numerous inconveniences, what makes 
it very attractive for quite many. Our “culture of 
laughter” has a different face from the one in Re¬ 
naissance times, as it is attracted - co-created by 
contemporary media, whose gluttony in this matter 
is immeasurable. Artists cannot - are not capable of 
getting out of media as they will not be artists any 
longer. It means they are still artists, but they have 
no influence on anything to an even bigger extent 
than usually. Hence there are numerous affairs, at- 
tenipts and approaches, hence the struggle for not 
being left on the margin, hence so rare certificates 
of own, not forced by media, choices of a wonder¬ 
ful, in my opinion, attitude of splendid isolation. 

Nowadays we do not notice processions of 
jesters’ brotherhoods, a graffiti image of a donkey 
in cardinal’s robes on a wall of a tenement house 
would certainly provoke a city guard’s reaction at 
the most, ships crowded with madmen do not en¬ 
ter ports (or maybe we are just not aware of this?). 
Art, if created, meets soft chaotic structures and 
accidental convictions, popular statements, celebri¬ 
ties’ hierarchies changing every day, the world of 
overpowering, self-satisfied stupidity which thinks 
that it is always right. stupidity be fought with 
stupidity, can we indicate any methods - e.g. major 
stupidity against minor one, or perhaps the other 
way round, radical stupidity versus procrastinat¬ 
ing one, irrehgious versus religious, absurd ver¬ 
sus serious stupidity? We have to remember that 
in the world of old jesters, as stressed by Michal 

’ Siovdnski (1993: 21). 


Glowihski, no scenario allowed them “to express 
everything”, they also have interdictions, they were 
not allowed to utter complete truths, there were 
borders not to be crossed.^ Are there any restric¬ 
tions of this kind in the world of today’s tricksters, 
and don’t we notice that most often they say not 
much leaving vast areas to sensible silence or, even 
worse, to medial buzz flowing from all directions? 
Certainly, we know that art cannot rescue us, that 
the greatest madness - privilege of the insane and 
artists - must end one day, and that even the most 
weary river eventually reaches the sea. However, we 
have to remember that both once and today “creat¬ 
ing is a basic issue of human existence, basic prob¬ 
lem of almost every world view. Inabihty of solving 
this problem, inability of creative reahsation means 
non-existence”’’. Once, a jester used to pay the price 
of isolation and loneliness for the right to utter 
truth, pubhc expression of opinions on the world 
of his time. Is it still true today, and has the artistic 
attitude, close to an old concept of buffoonery, un¬ 
diminished by the very fact of operating in the so¬ 
ciety in medial sense - who media talk about if not 
about nowadays rebels and “artists maudite”, people 
who break rules and chairs in hotels, dying at their 
young age from drug overdose. Is someone who 
shows a figure of God’s Mother, moreover Lady of 
Lourdes in an aquarium in a gallery, a trickster, or is 
Paris Hilton a trickster by saying after her arrival in 
Katowice that it is a “beautiful dry” (Paris has said 
this leaving the plane at night, wearing dark glasses 
and having never seen Katowice before). How great 
self-conscience of actions is demanded in such cas¬ 
es. Is it an artist’s or in majority an audience’s self¬ 
conscience? What is the relation between concepts 
of a trickster and “eccentricity” - the article’s au¬ 
thor can still remember times when in circuses, next 
to lions, tigers and acrobats so-called “eccentrics”, 
“crankiness”, more or less controlled pathology, or 
not to say total, more or less authentic originality 
were used to be performed. 

To be honest, on behalf of this text, which luck¬ 
ily is heading for its end, I have reread a list of titles 
focusing on relation between “genius and insanity” 
- from Cesare Lombroso to Paul Johnson*, and 
I can still remember odd behaviour - comic and 


« Giowiriski, (1974: 8, 80). 

^ Siowiriski (1993: 73). 

® compare: Lombroso (1987), Johnson (1994), Johnson 
(2008). 
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scary - of many of the geniuses, who except for “be¬ 
ing a genius”, used to cheat, steal, commit adultery, 
murder quite often, did not take anyone or any¬ 
thing into consideration, they had such escalated 
compulsions that they would be perceived as peo¬ 
ple acting against common peace and social order, 
ergo people worth medial interest, provided they 
hved till today, and revealed their obsessions. Cer¬ 
tainly I am not going to tell these stories, though 
getting to know them would make extension of 
the area of actions, ‘events” and “performances” 
easier for many contemporary tricksters. Speaking 
seriously, it seems that this difference results from 
comparison of being the other” in the past times 
in an own, often tragically private way, and the pre¬ 
sent situation when the information about “being 
the other” is broadcasted to gain not so much fame 
and success, though these goals are also undoubted¬ 
ly important, to “exist against”, “react to”, “stand up 
against”, “talk about”, “brand” and “reveal”. Genius 
and insanity, thanks to these enforced by media 
processes, transform from carefully hidden patho¬ 
logical states into socially demanded states, what 
occasionally brings doubts about both perceiving 
an artist as a genius and, if we can call it this, the 
“quality” of his insanity. This naturally does not 
have to diminish our every-day admiration for him 
and the will to describe his revealed to the world 
actions. Being insane is, however, something differ¬ 
ent - to make it clear let us follow Antoni K^pmski 
with his definition that insanity is “pathological 
gaining freedom instead of reality and eventu¬ 
ally gaining captivity not in the real but psychotic 
world created as a result of projection of what is 
most private and intimate — into the surrounding 
world”^, from accepting an artistic strategy which 
is standing up against a reasonable world viewing, 
and what more from the level of a so-called average 
audience. It is easy to. be an iconoclast, a scandalis¬ 
ing one, “the other” - in a common and not philo¬ 
sophical meaning of the word. It is easy to bewilder 
and destroy hierarchies as the realm of thought is 
weaken, and stereotypes are so clear that is shame¬ 
ful, in my opinion, to reveal and demolish them 
(revealing something known to all is not revealing 
but comes as a form of primitive tautology). 

Well, here is enough of this somehow senile 
moralising. I would only wish to remind at the end 
of the text one of my favourite books Salto mor- 

’ Quotation from Siowinski (1993; 73). 


tale do wewnqtrz [Kotilow or Salto mortale burns 
inward\ by Kurt SigeP®. The book was pubhshed 
first in 1977 (Polish edition in 1983) and it is 
a story of a schizophrenic called vibrantly Kotilow, 
who is also an artist. Kotilow has no first name and 
he is always Kotilow only, he loves art, for example 
art of flying away. It allows him to hover with arms 
flapping and splayed fingers, always in rising winds. 
Kotdow often sees himself as a red-and-yeUow fat 
caterpillar. Then he has enormous weight and he 
sticks to himself . Kotilow destroys “censorship 
of conscience, in his free tune he practises “art of 
urinating” he knows that he has invented himself 
and that he is a cannibal and he eats himself bit by 
bit. First he throws his black hairy arm into a soup 
kettle. Since yesterday his right ear has been miss¬ 
ing” dream and reality are always equally real for 
him and occasionally he tries painting by cutting 
with a sharp knife geometrical figures in the air, or 
he creates “peculiar configurations of clouds with 
the aim of updraughts and air layers of different 
temperatures, and concentric circles appearing af¬ 
ter a stone throw into a clay pit. He was worried 
he could not arrange an exhibition of so created 
pictures, and he realised this when he had hit his 
nose, in a moment of inattention, against a kitchen 
window pane - is it a memory of Duchamp? and 
“the lines of the crack fascinated him. But when 
he wanted to try out the same method of artistic 
creation on every pane in his house, the pictures 
disintegrated into pieces before they were really 
created. The same with his nose by the way. Koti¬ 
low realised that possibility of failure is inseparably 
inscribed into existence of a creative man. Every or¬ 
der carries a possibility of decay. Or the other way 
round”". 

I will not multiply the quotations, as I would 
have to quote a half of this “mini novel”, to cut 
a long story short, Kotilow eventually wins/loses? 
with his illness, he gets normal, his pension is made 
redundant and he loses his allowance from the So¬ 
cial Care what makes him work and he takes on 
a post in a city public toilet. Still he feels that “only 
madmen are truly free”. Since his healing he has not 
been able to say with certainty whether he is happy, 
he recalls his former existence, occasionally he feels 
emptiness of some kind and undefined fear of the 

Sigd (1983). 

" All quotations come from the mentioned edition of 
Sigel, following pages: 11, 15. 18. 25, 26, 110. 
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very possibility that he could miss something, slow¬ 
ly he directs himself towards oblivion. “He is stuck 
motionless - what is interrupted from time to time 
by reaching out the hand - on his folded stool and 
he is waiting. He actually doesn’t know what is he 
waiting on. But Kotilow is waiting”. The novel last 
sentence goes hke this: “His dream is a dream with 
no dreams, his pulse is normal, his stool is regular. 
Kotilow is a living dead, not reahsing this”.*^ 

Perhaps because of the fear of such an end the 
true artists fight with themselves and the world, 
they perform a “somersault [salto mortale] in¬ 
wards”, beheving that someone will notice it. And 
the attitude of a jester - a trickster? We have to 
beheve that it is “a constant effort of reflection over 
potential rights of contradictory ideas [...] it is sim¬ 
ply overcoming this what is just because it is; it is 
ruled not by a wiU of contrariness but distrust in 
any stabilised world. In the world where apparendy 
everything has already happened, it is a motion of 
imagination, and hence it is defined also by the re¬ 
sistance it has to overcome”'^. 


Bibliography 

Cicero 1954 = \Ciccto\-.AdHerrenium: De ratione di- 
cendi, translated from Latin by H. Caplan, London 
1954. 

Giowinski 1974 = Giowihski, Michah „Portret Mar- 
cholta” (Portrait of Marcolfl, Tworczosc, 8 (1974). 

Johnson 1994 = Johnson, Paul: Intelektualisci (Intellec¬ 
tuals), translated by A. Piber, Warszawa 1994. 

Johnson 2008 = Johnson, Paul: Od Chaucera i Diirera 
do Picassa i Disney a (Creators. From Chaucer and 
Diirer to Picasso and Disney), translated by Anna 
and Jacek Maziarski, Warszawa 2008. 

Kolakowski 1957 = Kolakowski, Leszek: „Blazen i ka- 
pian” (Jester and priest) Tworczosc, 10 (1957). 

Lombroso 1987 = Lombroso, Cesare: Geniusz 
i obliikanie (The Man of Genius), translated by 
J. Z. Poplawski, Warszawa 1987. 

Praz 1970 = Praz, Mario: Mnemosyne: The parallel be¬ 
tween literature and the visual arts Princeton 1970. 

Sigel 1983 = Sigel, Kurt: Salto mortale do wewnc^trz 
(Kotilov or Salto mortale burns inward), translated 
by J. Haberek, Krakow 1983. 

Siowihski 1993 = Siowinski, Miroslaw: Blazen. Dzieje 
postaci i motywu (A Jester. History of figure and mo¬ 
tif). Warszawa 1993. 


Sigel (1983: 117). 

Kolakowski (1957:27). compare also: Siowinski (1993:74). 








